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HP Baldwin-Felts Detectives agency played an important 
much publicized role in the early history of the southern 
West Virginia coal industry. The agency, somewhat as th e 
, town, served purposes both constructive and malevolent, 
me hand, it functioned as a civilizing or at least stabilizing 
the absence of adequate public law enforcement, and on 
r. it carried out policies of brutal repression which helped 
some of the nation's most violent industrial conflicts. 


This article will describe the development of the Baldwin-Fehs 
agency, the nature of its services to coal operators, its role in the 
West Virginia mine wars, and the causes of its eventual decline 
and disappearance in the 1930s. 


William G Baldwin and Thomas L. Felts established their busi¬ 
ness in the early Ig90s as a partnership, subsequently incorporated 
as Baidwin-Felis Detectives Their Virginia corporation charter 



le investigation lor firms, corporations, 
ividuals. Baldwin and Felts each sub- 
'he initial $25,000 capital stock. The 
m Roanoke, Virginia, but within a few 
*' headed by Felts, occupied the entire 
^'Idmg m Blueficld. West Virginia. 
Wished on the flour of the Ne» River 
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*' ««H*lcr»lly. He priHluced coal throughout the summer, selling 
* • favorably high price. 





















West Virginia History 


operators' associations in the 
of the associations contracted 
insulate their fields from unioi 

Justus Collins who might be viewed as the paradigm am 
anti-union coal operators, was a persistent advocate of V i ° ng 

to prevent the union from getting hold of us. . .fhey wih°?, Stantly 
in doing so." he wrote ,n 1907. “I do not intend to have anv ,'"” 1 
and I think the time to start preventing it is right now * Un,0n 
Collins played a principal role in the formation of th. -r 
River Coal Operators' Association in 1908. He initiated the m “ 8 
ment by writing seven other coal operators in the 6 move * 
district, recommending that they "form an association* * ° Pened 
employ Mr. T. L. Felts with his force to assist us to k ' ' ' and 
strike agitators.-- At a subsequent organizational mlm” 8 T 
eight members of the fledgling association agreed to T 8 the 
secret operative and two guards supplied hv n„t.t ™ ploy one 
monthly fee of S400. Th/tug Rreer cl, f<>r a 

initially assessed each member at the aoDroximm . Assoclat '™ 
per ton, based on an estimated production of 58 non? 6 ° f 2/3 Cent 
Justus Collins similarly helDeri . ' 58 ' 000 tons monthly.” 

Ihe Pocahontas-Flat Top Coal Operators' a contract signed between 
Felts Detectives. 1 Perators Association and Baldwto- 

“Pinnage system 8Whe " ^ Characterized the 
but Thomas Felts mint,? t Wy neVer et ) ua "e<i outside 
*£"?* ranged , ar hav ' that objective. Hk 
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during World W n r8an,zcd several union 

where °°u ***** « union district' 















































